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AT A GLANCE AUTHORS 


This paper argues for a radical restructuring of 

education for grades 11-14—by erasing the arbitrary 

dividing line between high school and college—to open 

opportunities for the learners our current systems leave 

behind. We make the case for an entirely new type of 

institution—neither high school nor college—designed 

specifically to better meet the needs of young people ene 
after 10th grade and help prepare them to succeed in 


the world of work. 


The Problem The Big Blur 


The biggest structural barrier to 


increasing college completion rates and 
career success in the United States is 
the enduring and seemingly intractable 
disconnect between high school, higher 
education, and our workforce systems. 
They are misaligned—with incompatible 
expectations, governing policies, and 


funding streams—and onerous for most 


students to navigate. They work better 


eee eee 
; ‘@0@008888080? 
for people who are financially secure and e0ceeeeeeee” 
well connected, but not well enough for i itn ancl 


the majority of young people across the 
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restructure grades 11 through 14—the 


last two years of high school and the first The Big Blur is an entirely new type 

of institution—neither high school nor 
college—that obliterates the barriers 
such an overhaul can we ensure that all to higher education and stable, family- 


two years of college. Only by undertaking 


young people will be able to access the supporting careers. 


knowledge, skills, credentials, and social 


capital they need to launch careers and PERE onne oes tnat 


realize their best possible futures. ebea mc p nonumy susan arte ntste 


start on a path toward a postsecondary 
credential and prepare for a career—free of 


The Solution 


charge. Every student’s experience would 


Our solution—which we call “The Big include labor-market-aligned sequences 
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would better serve 16-to-20-year-olds. ? 
postsecondary education. 
These new structures would be neither 


high schools nor community colleges, 
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This new vision for grades 11 through 14 
positions young people for postsecondary 
success by eliminating the need for 
students to chart their own courses 
through unfamiliar territory and 
overcoming all of the hurdles involved in 
applying to, getting into, and completing 
college. Early and frequent career- 
connected work experiences would 

give students a stronger path toward 
employment and advancement. This 
system redesign would create more 
efficient and transparent processes and 
promote more equitable outcomes for 

all young people, bolstering our nation’s 


economic strength and security. 


The Urgency 


A high school diploma is no longer a 
ticket to jobs that pay family-supporting 
wages and offer benefits and opportunities 
for growth. In our evolving economy, it 

is becoming increasingly important for 
workers to earn postsecondary credentials 


in order to have a chance at economic 


advancement. But college completion rates 


are increasing by only 1 percent per year 
on average, and that figure is even lower 
for students from low-income backgrounds 
and Black, Native American, and Latinx 
students. By the age of 16 or 17, many 
young people have already assumed adult 
responsibilities in their families and are 
poised to start preparing for their future 


careers. 


To better understand how to transform 
our fragmented systems and improve 
student educational and economic 
outcomes, JFF interviewed more than 

50 leaders in the fields of education and 
workforce development, including many 
who are driving innovative initiatives to 
increase college completion rates and 
improve learners’ prospects for career 
success. Their efforts involve strategies to 
reorganize support systems, instructional 
delivery, credit-earning options, financing, 
guidance, and work-based learning 
across the boundaries of compulsory K-12 
education and elective postsecondary 


studies. 
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However, as innovative and effective as 
many of these strategies may be, they have 
hardly made a dent in the typical student 
experience of the transition from high 
school to college and careers. And they 
involve the use of extensive resources 

to overcome the inefficient disjunction 
between systems. While many have made 
meaningful changes in the lives of their 
participants, none has achieved impact at 
scale, and the innovators we interviewed 
agree: It is time for a bold new systemic 


approach. 


Fulfilling this vision will require embracing 
the viewpoint that providing two years 

of career-connected college education to 
every young person is not just a public 
good but a public responsibility. It will 

also require seismic shifts in our existing 


systems. These include: 


¢ Incentives for new financing and 


accountability systems 


* Closer alignment between high 


schools, colleges, and labor markets 


¢ Stronger approaches to governance 
that provide overarching decision- 
making authority for education, 
workforce, and economic development 


policy 


¢ Staffing models that are specially 


designed for these new institutions 


As far-fetched as our vision may sound, we 


see some states already taking significant 
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FEATURES 


These four features: incentives, alignment, 
governance, and staffing, are critical to 
redesigning our systems and achieving “The Big 
Blur”. 


steps in these directions, and we highlight 
those initiatives in this paper as efforts 


worth watching. 


Ultimately, however, we need to accelerate 
the systemic renewal we need. This paper 
concludes with recommendations of 

ways to promote the argument for a new 
grade 11-14 system, catalyze change, and 
build public will to move forward. Our 
country urgently needs a better education- 
to-workforce system, and leaders have 

an obligation to create new models that 
will ensure that young people can truly 


prosper. 


